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Might There Be More 
to Christmas?

The Christmas story is full of hope. 
Hope keeps us focussed. It keeps us going. It keeps us alive. But hopes 

can be disappointed. Expectations are not always met. Many a dream fails 
to come true.

The question is: how do we know whether something is worth hoping for?
Christmas, the story of hope, is intimately connected with a person: Jesus 

Christ. In order to work out whether to put our trust in him, we need to know a 
few things about him, such as: who is he? What is his message? Is it credible? 
And has it anything to do with present-day concerns and our personal lives?

This booklet will briefly explore these questions and then move on to a 
short, first century, account of the life of Jesus, the Gospel of Luke. By the time 
you have finished reading, you should have a much better idea of whether there 
might be more to Christmas – more to Jesus – than meets the eye.

Let’s start off with the question:

WHO IS JESUS?
Nearly two thousand years ago, Jesus grew up in Galilee, the northern part of 
a region in the eastern Mediterranean called Palestine, which in turn belonged 
to the vast Roman Empire. He came from a rural village. Large families shared 
their tiny dwellings with their livestock. Children didn’t go to school. There was 
neither a pension fund nor a national health service. People were poor. Even 
so, the Roman occupiers put a heavy tax burden on them. Life was difficult. 
This is the world into which Jesus was born. He learnt his father’s trade and 
became a craftsman. But one day, he gave up his job to follow a higher calling.

Jesus began to go from town to town, preaching, healing the sick and 
performing miracles. He was not out to shock, amaze or entertain. His words 
and deeds carried a message: God was close; he was compassionate; and he 
was in charge. Jesus put it this way: the kingdom of God was near.

Some of Jesus’ words and actions were so astonishing and challenging 
that the political and religious leaders came to see him as threat. In the end, 
they even decided to get rid of him and had him crucified like a common 
criminal. Seemingly, his mission had failed. 
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Yet, before long, his followers began to proclaim that God had raised 
him from the dead. The risen Jesus was God’s answer to the ever-present 
oppression, suffering, human failings and death. 

Who, then and now, would not want to put their hope in such a message? 
The question is: how can we know it is true? We live in a sceptical age. To many 
modern ears, the story of Jesus sounds like a fairytale. Some people even doubt 
whether he existed at all. So let us have a closer look at the historic record.

The Bible is not the only book that speaks of Jesus. Ancient writers refer 
to him: Roman magistrate Pliny the Younger, Jewish historian Flavius Josephus 
and Roman historian Tacitus. None of these were Christians. None of them 
wrote with a vested evangelistic interest. None of them would have mentioned 
Jesus if he had not existed.

Moreover, had he been a product of legend and religious overstatement, 
he would surely have matched first century expectations. Occupied by the 
Romans as they were, the Jews were waiting for the Messiah, a heaven-sent 
deliverer that would rid them of the enemy and inaugurate the spiritual and 
political reign of God. Instead, Christians went around telling their Jewish 
friends that the Messiah was none other than Jesus of Nazareth: a lowly 
craftsman turned itinerant preacher who had been rejected by Jewish priests 
and scribes, and had got himself killed by the pagan rulers. Why choose such 
an unlikely hero, why tell such a story, unless it was true? Messiah Jesus seems 
too counter-intuitive to be an invention.

Nearly all historians and biblical scholars agree on the following points: 
Jesus was a real person. He was baptised in the river Jordan. He gathered 
disciples around him and was known as a healer. He clashed with the religious 
authorities in the temple in Jerusalem. He was crucified by the Romans. His 
followers continued to proclaim him after his death.

Having established him as a historic person, we need to ask: was he one 
among many religious teachers, a mere mortal or, as Christians claim, the 
Son of God? We have four key, first century, sources on Jesus – the Gospels 
of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. Each of these has their own point of view. 
But they all agree on three major points: Jesus’ extraordinary life, his death on 
a Roman cross, and his resurrection from the dead.

Before any of the Gospels were written, a towering figure in the early 
Church, Paul of Tarsus, wrote: “Christ died for our sins according to the 
Scriptures, he was buried, and he rose again the third day according to the 
Scriptures.” Paul did not make this up. He was quoting a creed that the early 
Christians were already reciting every time they gathered for worship.

In the 19th century some people began to reinterpret the Jesus story by 
pruning away all the supernatural elements. The swoon theory (Jesus survived 
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Chapter 1
1

 Many people have tried to tell the story of what God has done among us. 2 they 
wrote what we had been told by the ones who were there in the beginning and 
saw what happened. 3 So I made a careful study of everything and then decided to 
write and tell you exactly what took place. honourable theophilus, 4 I have done 
this to let you know the truth about what you have heard.

An angel tells about the birth of John
5

 When herod was king of Judea, there was a priest called Zechariah from the 
priestly group of abijah. his wife elizabeth was from the family of aaron. * 6 Both 
of them were good people and pleased the Lord God by obeying all that he had 
commanded. 7 But they did not have children. elizabeth could not have any, and 
both Zechariah and elizabeth were already old.

8
 One day Zechariah’s group of priests were on duty, and he was serving God as a 

priest. 9 according to the custom of the priests, he had been chosen to go into the 
Lord’s temple that day and to burn incense, * 10

 while the people stood outside praying.
11

 all at once an angel from the Lord appeared to Zechariah at the right side of the altar. 
12

 Zechariah was confused and afraid when he saw the angel. 13
 But the angel told him:

Don’t be afraid, Zechariah! God has heard your prayers. Your wife elizabeth 
will have a son, and you must name him John. 14

 his birth will make you very 
happy, and many people will be glad. 15

 Your son will be a great servant of the 
Lord. he must never drink wine or beer, and the power of the holy Spirit will be 
with him from the time he is born.

16
 John will lead many people in Israel to turn back to the Lord their God. 17

 he 
will go ahead of the Lord with the same power and spirit that elijah * had. and 
because of John, parents will be more thoughtful of their children. and people 
who now disobey God will begin to think as they ought to. that is how John will 
get people ready for the Lord.
18

 Zechariah said to the angel, “how will I know this is going to happen? My wife 
and I are both very old.”

19
 the angel answered, “I am Gabriel, God’s servant, and I was sent to tell you this 

good news. 20
 You have not believed what I have said. So you will not be able to say 

a thing until all this happens. But everything will take place when it is supposed to.”

Luke
tells the good news

 

 

* 1.5 Aaron: The brother of Moses and the first priest.
* 1.9 burn incense: this was done twice a day, once in the morning and again in the late afternoon.
* 1.17 Elijah: the prophet elijah was known for his power to perform miracles.



 

* 1.25 keep people from looking down on me: When a married woman could not have children, it was 
thought that the Lord was punishing her.

21
 the crowd was waiting for Zechariah and kept wondering why he was staying 

so long in the temple. 22
 When he did come out, he could not speak, and they knew 

he had seen a vision. he motioned to them with his hands, but did not say a thing.
23

 When Zechariah’s time of service in the temple was over, he went home. 24
 Soon 

after that, his wife was expecting a baby, and for five months she did not leave 
the house. She said to herself, 25

 “What the Lord has done for me will keep people 
from looking down on me.” *

An angel tells about the birth of Jesus
26

 One month later God sent the angel Gabriel to the town of Nazareth in Galilee 
27

 with a message for a virgin named Mary. She was engaged to Joseph from the 
family of King David. 28

 the angel greeted Mary and said, “You are truly blessed! 
the Lord is with you.”

29
 Mary was confused by the angel’s words and wondered what they meant. 30

 then 
the angel told Mary, “Don’t be afraid! God is pleased with you, 31

 and you will have 
a son. his name will be Jesus. 32

 he will be great and will be called the Son of God 
Most high. the Lord God will make him king, as his ancestor David was. 33

 he will 
rule the people of Israel for ever, and his kingdom will never end.”

34
 Mary asked the angel, “how can this happen? I am not married!”

35
 the angel answered, “the holy Spirit will come down to you, and God’s power will 

come over you. So your child will be called the holy Son of God. 36
 Your relative elizabeth 

is also going to have a son, even though she is old. No one thought she could ever 
have a baby, but in three months she will have a son. 37

 Nothing is impossible for God!”
38

 Mary said, “I am the Lord’s servant! Let it happen as you have said.” and the 
angel left her.

Mary visits Elizabeth
39

 a short time later Mary hurried to a town in the hill country of Judea. 40
 She 

went into Zechariah’s home, where she greeted elizabeth. 41
 When elizabeth heard 

Mary’s greeting, her baby moved within her.
the holy Spirit came upon elizabeth. 42

 then in a loud voice she said to Mary:
God has blessed you more than any other woman! he has also blessed the child 

you will have. 43
 Why should the mother of my Lord come to me? 44

 as soon as I 
heard your greeting, my baby became happy and moved within me. 45

 the Lord 
has blessed you because you believed that he will keep his promise.

Mary’s song of praise
46

 Mary said:

With all my heart I praise the Lord,
 47  and I am glad because of God my Saviour.
 48 he cares for me, his humble servant.

From now on, all people will say
God has blessed me.

 Luke 1 9




